How to become a music artist 


In this book, you will learn the techniques to become a musical artist 


As Victor Hugo once said, “Music expresses what cannot be said and for which it is 
impossible to remain silent.” 


You can turn your passion for speaking through music into a career with some 
dedication, thought and firm commitment. 


For those of you who can’t help but talk through music, consider making it your 
profession, as well as your passion. 


Here are four things you must do to become a professional musician.In this 
book, you will learn the techniques to become a musical artist As Victor Hugo 
once said, “Music expresses what cannot be said and for which it is 
impossible to remain silent.” You can turn your passion for speaking through 
music into a career with some dedication, thought and firm commitment. For 
those of you who can't help but talk through music, consider making it your 
profession, as well as your passion. Here are four things you must do to 
become a professional musician. 

1. Practice, Practice, Practice 


Professional musicians often begin their careers without knowing it at an 
early age. If you’re past that point, there’s hope. Take lessons with a 
professional instructor and practice as often as possible. If you’re a 
university student, depending on your level, consider playing an instrument 
in a band or orchestra. Use any opportunity you have to practice. Here’sa 
tip: record yourself frequently and listen. You’ll be amazed at what you hear 
when you listen to your recorded work. 


Here’s another idea: consider studying at a conservatory - a school that 
offers specialized training for aspiring musicians. Studying at a conservatory 
requires that you practice frequently, and audition well - your acceptance 
depends on it. 


2. Study Music Theory or Music Performance 


Get your bachelor’s degree in music theory or music performance. Earning 
your undergraduate degree is a requirement if you want to become a music 
director or composer. Even if you don’t want to be either of those things, 
getting your degree is still a good idea. Here’s why: credibility. Any 
interested employer who sees that you have an undergraduate degree in 
music will take you seriously. Check out London’s Institute of Contemporary 
Music Performance. 


If you go, make sure your program is accredited by the National Association 
of Schools of Music - this requires at least one audition (See #1). With both 
degrees, you'll study music education, modern popular music, music culture, 


and music history. In addition to the chance to specialize, you'll have the 
chance to study conducting, performance, orchestration, and methodology. 
The programs at the University of Northern lowa and Greenville University 
offer music programs that might just be what you’re looking for. 


Work Ethic and Coping Skills 


Working as a professional musician requires that you have what it takes: a 
work ethic and the ability to work under pressure. In other words, being a 
professional musician means you must have grit. 


Learning anything - especially an instrument - takes commitment. Preparing 
for auditions, which are a requirement in the field, takes practice and 
dedication. Rehearsals and practice will become a part of your life. 
Professional musicians do not have nine-to-five jobs—you take your work with 
you wherever you go. 


Learning how to take criticism—which comes with the territory - means you'll 
have to have coping skills. Professional musicians must have a way to cope 
with the stress of critics and occasional failures. 


4. Gain Exposure and Perform Often 


The more people hear your work, the more likely you are to find work. 
Exposure may take the form of auditions, recitals, or maybe even that 
campus production. Another great source for gaining exposure? The internet. 
Websites like Wix.com and Spotify offer aspiring musicians and online forum 
for recording and marketing your work. There’s also YouTube - make your 
own channel and play or sing your heart out. 


Working in a field that makes your heart sing is a gift few of us get to 
experience. As a professional musician, translate your passion to your 
profession. With any luck, the two are interchangeable. Bravo! 


5 Music Is a Business 
Learn all you possibly can about business, as quickly as possible. 


Many young musicians resist the idea that music is a business. To be more 
precise, music is a commodity, and like other commodities, is subject to the 
law of supply and demand. Your musical performances and recordings are 
products to be bought and sold. 


As artists, we want freedom to create. The idea of not having a day job is part 
of why we want a career in music. The irony is we need to be 
the ultimate businessperson to achieve the creative autonomy we desire. 


If you want a career in music, you had best accept the idea of being in the 
music business. There is no shame in asking for money. Money is but a token 
of the value you provide with your art. You need it to live. Andy Warhol said: 
“Being good in business is the most fascinating kind of art. Making money is 
art and working is art and good business is the best art.” 


The freedom a music career offers is valuable, so your art must add value to 
the lives of others. That’s the nature of any successful business. So, learn 
everything about business, quickly. Read good books on it, as there are 
many. Don’t only study the music business, study business. And study the 
business of art. 


6 Become Musically Literate As Quickly as Possible. 
Learn to read and write music. 


| recall people telling me early on learning to read and write music would hurt 
my playing. While | was skeptical (my impulse was to learn as much as | 
could about music), it was easy to use this as an excuse for laziness. So, | put 
off becoming literate as a musician until | was almost twenty-five. 


| won’t berate myself over this because the important thing is | did become 
literate. The ability to read and write music has opened incredible 
opportunities for me ever since and is crucial to my career. 


Oddly, there is a debate about whether or not a musician should be literate. 
Music is an aural art and the process of learning any music involves hearing 
and imitating. There are successful musicians (mostly in popular styles) who 
never learned to read or write music. It’s true there are fantastic performers 
and even Composers who don’t read and write music. 


Others are fully literate as musicians. Which would you rather be? Imagine 

living in a country where you speak the language but cannot read the signs 
or newspapers. Music is a language. The written form lets you process what 
you hear visually. It leads to deeper understanding, which is also enjoyable. 


| was annoyed at my lack of literacy, especially my inability to arrange songs 
to play with my band. | knew the writing out of my arrangements would be 
the quickest way to get the result | wanted. 


Most working musicians read music. Not reading kept me out of better 
musical situations, so becoming literate was a goal. It led me to apply 

for music studies at Berklee College Of Music in Boston. Becoming musically 
literate was one of the best decisions | ever made. 


My advice is to buckle down and do whatever it takes to become literate as a 
musician, at the earliest opportunity. Also, learn to improvise. 


7 . Surround Yourself with Musicians Better Than You 


| always seek out high-level musical groups and situations. There is always a 
next level in music, no matter how well you play. There will be challenges to 
face, whether it’s learning a new skill, expressing yourself with more nuance, 
writing, producing, arranging, learning another instrument, or a new style. 
Music is never-ending, challenging the novice and expert alike. 


Music is a collective art form. We usually play together with other musicians 
in a group (though maybe not always). As you grow and participate in 
musical collaborations, you will find some musicians will function at a higher 
level than you. Playing with these musicians can help you improve, as you 
learn from them. They will actively help the others in the group improve, as a 
way to make the group better. 


You may also find yourself in a group where you are more advanced than 
others. You might then actively help the others improve. It’s rare all 
musicians in a group will be at the same level, although it does happen. 


When you are in a group with musicians who play better than you, you learn 
the most. When you are the strongest in the group you should pay it forward 
and help the others improve where possible. There are always ways to learn 
from these discrepancies. 
8 Learn About Marketing 


Learn about marketing and sales, and what the difference is between the 
two. 


This comes logically from my earlier point about music being a business. 
Marketing and sales are the lifeblood of any business. The average person 
doesn’t know the difference between the two. Fortunately, there are many 
great books and blogs available to learn from. 


It wouldn’t hurt to take a few classes. Don’t limit your investigation to the 
music business; study marketing and sales as they relate to all kinds of 
businesses. (There isn’t space in this article to cover these areas in detail but 
| might cover music marketing and sales in future posts.) 

9. Get Good at Math 


And learn to execute complex equations in your head. 


Math is crucial; music and business both relate to numbers. The ability to 
quickly do math in your head is so useful in music. 


Musicians use math a lot, with music theory (scales, intervals, time 
signatures, modes, rhythms, chords, etc.), contracts, marketing analytics, or 
music production (frequencies, equalization, signal processing). Music and 
sound follow laws of acoustics (the physics of sound), and there is always 
some math involved. 


Math skills help in music, and could even be a requirement for some areas, 
like sound engineering. If it isn’t your strong point, don’t despair. Just work at 
improving, through focused study and use. Over time, you will see numbers 
are your friend. 


10 Study Psychology 

Study psychology, organizational behavior, physics, electronics, computers, 
history, literature, art, biology, and economics. Study ancient wisdom 
traditions and spirituality. Travel is also a great way to broaden your 
perspective. 


While it is important to master the craft and techniques of music, the role of 
the artist is to express ideas about society, the world, and life in general. 
Many people appreciate art because it informs their worldview by holding up 
a mirror to society. Great music resonates because the listener experiences 
some shift in their perception that adds meaning. 


Some art is also purely entertainment. The listener gets to decide the 
meaning as it relates to them. 


Each listener comes to music with the expectation to be either entertained or 
informed. This is what they are paying for and it is the job of the artist to 
deliver substance, which will attract and retain an audience. As such, an 
artist should be worldly and possibly also learned in (or at least aware of) 
spiritual matters. 


Many artists feel their art has a spiritual element to it and their work channels 
something greater than themselves, whether inspirational, revelatory, or 
motivational. 


This might be a slightly controversial piece of advice but | have always felt 
artists should know as much as possible about the world and not limit their 
worldview to just music. Whatever interests you, learn as much as possible 
about it, be open to new experiences, and cultivate your outside interests as 
a way to boost the breadth and depth of your musical expression. 


Broaden your perspectives and sharpen your mind in every way possible. As 
Leonardo da Vinci put it: 


“Iron rusts from disuse; stagnant water loses its purity and in cold weather 
becomes frozen; even so does inaction sap the vigor of the mind.” 


11 Read Biographies 


Read biographies of great musicians and other successful people throughout 
history. Read as many of them as you can. Understanding what made others 
great, the challenges they faced, and how they overcame them, is not only 
an entertaining way to learn, it’s inspirational and will teach you specific 
strategies for success. 


You could start with reading all the biographies of modern musicians you 
admire to learn what was “behind the music.” Read about the people who 
influenced those you admire. Expand to reading about legendary people 
outside of music, in sports, science, business, or politics. You can learn 
important things from studying the lives of others. 

12. Find and Keep a Great Mentor 


It’s okay to switch once in a while. 


Having a mentor is universally acknowledged as helpful or even crucial by 
many successful people. A mentor is someone who has walked the path you 
are on ahead of you, can warn you of pitfalls, offer encouragement and 
advice, and recommend your work to others. Most successful people believe 
in “giving back” by mentoring young people. 


So, find a good mentor. You can have more than one mentor, whether 
consecutively or concurrently. If the mentoring isn’t beneficial, move on and 
find someone else. Consider the benefits of your relationship from the 
perspective of your mentor and be sure to appreciate their time and efforts 
properly by making yourself useful to them wherever and whenever possible. 


A good mentor helps you unlock your potential, challenges you to be better, 
provides constructive feedback, supports you, respects you, is a good 
listener, has experience, is available, and will be invested in your success. 
13 Learn How to Be Loyal 


Learn how to be loyal and encourage loyalty in others you work with. Always 
arrive early and be consistently reliable. 


Loyalty and timeliness, along with enthusiasm, industriousness, and 
diligence, are the building blocks of a successful career. Be a loyal partner, 
collaborator, employer, boss, or employee, and expect the same in return 
from others. 


Part of loyalty is being on time. In my experience, there is no such thing as 
arriving on time. You are either early or you are late. Strive to always be 
early. | can’t stress this point enough. As Woody Allen famously said: showing 
up is 80 percent of life. Show up, early. 


14 It’s Cool to Have a Day Job 


My initial goal in becoming a musician was to NOT be a slave to the dreaded 
“day job” (sometimes called “straight job”). This is a subtle but insidious idea, 
that somehow working at a job outside music is uncool. 


Over time, | met many great musicians who had the coolest day jobs. They 
were working in technology, medicine, business, teaching, administration, 
psychology, travel, broadcasting, science, or just about any imaginable 
industry or endeavor. Their work outside music dovetailed with their music 
career in fascinating ways. 


For example, | played in a band with a Psychiatrist who traveled around the 
world on major tours to intervene when arguments risked breaking up the 
band (which could be very costly to a tour). Another acquaintance is a wine 
expert and Sommelier to the stars. | can think of many jobs or businesses 
that are creative, interesting, fun, and profitable, and for which a musician is 
qualified. 


One friend became an Investment Banker, allowing him to fund his own 
recording studio and hire musicians to create the music he wanted to make. 
It’s great to be financially independent without relying solely on music to earn 
your daily bread. 


While | don’t buy into the idea of the poor and starving musician, most 
people, including myself, had to “pay dues” by living through some lean 
times while being fully dedicated to our music. Being financially secure 
affords the luxury to refuse the music work you might not enjoy so much. 
Having a day job allows me to say no to the gigs I’d rather not do. 


Having a day job that funds your lifestyle, health insurance, retirement, and 
is flexible can be a great boon to a professional musician. Most of the working 
musicians | know have day jobs. 


The famous American 20"-century Classical Composer Charles Ives worked 
for an insurance company for much of his career. Acclaimed 

American Songwriter Bill Withers worked as an Assembler at an aircraft 
company. 


Having a day job can offer stability in your life, provide for your family, for 
health care, vacations, retirement, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. There 
is always dignity in work. 


